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THE ORIGIN OF THE FRENCH 
ALEXANDRINE. 

In an article in the eleventh volume of the 
Zeitschrift fur Romanische Philologie (pp. 
305 ff.) R. Thumeysen endeavors to derive the 
French ten-syllabled verse from the Latin 
rhythmical hexameter. His theory, however, 
has been opposed by G. Paris, Romania, xvii, 
p. 318, and Stengel, Romanische Verslehre 
(Grundrisi), p. 16, on account of the artifici- 
ality and improbability of his proof. This 
criticism seems to me also at least partly 
justified, especially by the fact that the types 
of the hexameter which show the greatest re- 
semblance to the decasyllable are precisely 
the rarest in rhythmical hexameter verse. 

I had often noted a marked resemblance 
between the hexameter and the alexandrine. 
But it was not clear to me how I should set to 
work to prove a direct connection. Thurney- 
sen's article suggested a point of departure. 

Stengel praises Thurneysen's effort, "die 
Umwandlung der Versformen durch die Ver- 
iinderungen der Sprachformen zu erklaren," 
but adds : 

"Kiirzungen, wie sie im Innern der Verse nach 
Th. vorgenommen sein mussten, konnten ohne 
Zerstorung der auf der festen Silbenzahl be- 
ruhenden Versmelodie nur am Reihen- und 
Versschluss eintreteu." 

I confess my inability to appreciate this argu- 
ment, since it is by no means necessary that 
the musical phrase should correspond exactly, 
note for syllable, with the verse, but in any 
case I hope to show that in the transition 
from hexameter to alexandrine such contrac- 
tions play no very important r61e. 

G. Paris raises a more general objection to 
Thurneysen's theory in his well-known view 
that Romance verses are direct continuations 
of popular Latin forms. But we can neither 
affirm nor deny that the hexameter was popu- 
lar in a wider sense. Who knows whether it 
was not so in that "rustic" literature of which 
we have so few remains ? Indications that it 
was are brought together by Thumeysen, one 
of the most important of which I find in his 
proof that the epic fragment of the Vita S. 
Faronis is preserved in this form. In my 
opinion it is unnecessary to raise this general 
question in the derivation of a particular 



Romance verse. Rhythmical Latin and 
Romance poetry lie before us in contact; 
it is natural to assume a reciprocal influence, 
which has also been proved in more than one 
instance (cf. Stengel, I.e., pp. 21 ff.). It is 
enough, for a rhythmical Latin measure to 
become the prototype of a Romance verse, 
that the former be used in the ecclesiastical 
literature of the early Middle Ages, for was 
not the church during this period the centre 
of the mental life of the people, and was 
not its poetical literature largely, if not 
created by the people, at least destined for 
them? 1 What more natural, then, than that, 
as Thumeysen maintains, 

"Romanische Epiker gebrauchten zuerst das 
Latein, die feierlichste, erhabenste Sprache 
ihrer Zeit, die der Kirche, der geistlichen 
Poesie, die offizielle und einzige Schrift- 
sprache"? 

But the possibility that the rhythmical hexa- 
meter may have served as the model of a 
Romance verse, has been sufficiently demon- 
strated by Thumeysen, though his attempt to 
derive the decasyllable from it did not meet 
with the approval of scholars. I shall now 
try to show the probability of the hexameter 
having served as the prototype of the alex- 
andrine. 

I have used, for the rhythmical hexameter, 
besides the article of Thumeysen, the follow- 
ing collections and investigations of W. Meyer 
(on which Thumeysen also bases his work): 

I. Radewins Gedicht iiber Theophilus, Sitz- 
ungsberichte der philos.-philol. Klasse der 
kgl. bayer. Akademie der Wissenschaften 
zu Munchen, 1873, p. 49 ff. 

II. Der Ludus de Antichristo und Bemerk- 
ungen iiber die lateiuischen Rhythmen des 
xii. Jh., ibid., 1882, p. 1 ff. 

III. Anfang und Ursprtmg der lateinischen 
mid griechischen rhythmischen Dichtung, 
Abhandlungen der kgl. bayer. Akademie, I. 
kl., xvii. Bd., II. Abt., 1884, p. .267 ff. 

And for the alexandrine I have considered 
only the Voyage de Charlemagne, the oldest 
poem extant in this measure, in the third 
edition of Koschwitz, Leipzig, 1895. 

1 Cf. Augustine's Psalm contra partejn Donati and what 
he himself writes about it. Quoted by W. Meyer, Anfang 
u. Ursprung d. lat. u.griech. rhythmischen Dichtung, p. 
384. 
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Thurneysen has shown that the following 
types exist in the rhythmical hexameter * : 

FIRST HEMISTICH : 

A I:XX — inde pugillo suo. 

A II : X X X — extremos ad brumae. 

A III : X X — bella consurgunt. 

A IV : X X X — -^ haec Christus funda- 

mina. 

AV:XX in cuius nomine. 

AVI:XX sub regibus Liguriae. 

SECOND HEMISTICH : 

B I:X — XX — quoniam deum 

nemo quaerebat. 

B II: XXX -— divitias datas a 

summo. 

Bill: XX — patres habere dino- 

scor. 
B IV : ( accent on fourth syllable from end ) 

— - — praebere laudes. 

By combining A III and B III he gets a 
verse which closely corresponds to the deca- 
syllabic But he does not mention that this 
verse occurs but five times among 665 hexa- 
meters examined in his article and the half- 
verse A III but twelve times. 

Let us turn now to the alexandrine. Four 
types are distinguished in Old French accord- 
ing to caesura and ending : 

A. Masculine caesura and masculine end- 
ing : 

II la prist par le poign desoz un Olivier. 

B. Masculine caesura and feminine ending : 

Volentiers le laissast, mais que muer nen oset. 

C. Feminine caesura and masculine ending : 

Emperere, dist ele, ja nel puis jo trover. 

D. Feminine caesura and feminine ending : 

Emperere, dist ele, ne me tenez a fole. 

It will be seen that of the types of the first 
half-verse in the hexameter A I, A II, A IV 
and A V correspond in dimensions with the 
alexandrine hemistich, and that the combi- 
nation A II plus B III corresponds exactly to 
type D of the alexandrine with feminine 
caesura. I submit that my theory is not open 

2-m tonic syllable, — atonic, X syllable which may or 
may not have the accent. A VI is the only type which does 
not also exist in the metrical hexameter (read according to 
word-accent); Thurneysen calls it simply " Neuer Typus." 
Thurneysen's examples are taken from the first book of the 
Aeneiii; I have substituted specimens of the genuine rhyth- 
mical hexameter. 



to the charge of artificiality and improbability 
when I can state that in tiie total number of 
hexameters examined the type A II occurs 
494. A IV 114 times, and that the combina- 
tion A II plus B III occurs 432 times out of 
655, a proportion of nearly two-thirds. 

In inner structure, too, the correspondence 
is striking. The number of accents in the 
hexameter half-verse is 2-3, as in the nor- 
mal alexandrine. As in the latter we have as 
fixed seats of the accent the last stressed syl- 
lable in each hemistich. That in the second 
half-verse of the hexameter we have an addi- 
tional constant accent on the fifth syllable 
from the end is a characteristic bequeathed 
from the metrical form of the verse, which, 
however, must naturally disappear with the 
loss of the atonic penultimate. As in the case 
of the alexandrine, the place of the other ac- 
cents is " free," though, of course, it is easy 
to compute the number of types according to 
rhythmic elements, as follows : 

HEXAMETER. 

A I : (a) ^ * — ^ — 

(b)--i-^ ^_ 

A II : (a) -^ — -^ — -± — 

(b)-^ ^_ 

(c)^ i- 

A III : (a) -^ c _ 

(b) C c- 

A IV : (a) — -^ i 

(b)^-^_^ 

(c)- = 

A V: (a) -^ ^ 

(b)--^_^ 

A VI : (a) -^ ^ i 

( b) = = ^ 

B l:(a)^_-£ =: i_ 

(b) c -_ 

(c)^ c-^ -_ 

B II : (a) — -^ ^ i_ 

(b)^_^_^ C- 

(c) -^ -^ i_ 

(d ) i c c- 

B III : (a) ^ i i — 

(b)_^_-£ ^_ 

B IV: 3 _^_^l_ 

3 As will be evident, it is unnecessary to consider the 
various forms of this type, for the double reason that the 
penultimate trochee is rare, and that the types with this 
difference would coincide with the others by the loss of the 
dactyl. 
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ALEXANDRINE : 

3+3 : (a ) - 

(a i) r_ 

M ■'-- 

(b)- 

(b i) -' - _r ^ _ 

(b»)--- ' 

2+2+2 : (a ) ' — -^ — -T 

(aI ) _^_^_ 

(a*)--T-^ ' 

2+4: (a)--' ^ 

(a")-- -- 

(a-)-- -' 

4+2 : (a ) — — 

(al) _-_ -_ 

(a») -^-- 

(b)~ '---' 

( b i) ^__'_ 

(b*)- -'-- 

It is evident on comparison that of these 
types 2+2+2 a') — A I b), 2+2+2 a*) = A VI 
b), 4+2 b») = A I a), 4+2 b2) = A VI a), and 
that by reduction of the dactyl in the Vers- 
schluss 4+2 b") ■= B III a ) and 2+2 f 2 a") = 
B III b). 

Yet it would be rash to assume that the 
alexandrine must have derived from these 
closely resembling types alone. Rather must 
we take for granted for the earliest period a 
number of types varying slightly in syllable- 
number as in the position of the so-called free 
accents, types which gradually, under the 
influence of music and of that tendency to 
systematization which is exemplified through- 
out the history of French versification, be- 
came simplified to the four of the Voyage de 
Charlemagne and eventually to the two types 
of to-day. It is on the assumption of this 
early fluctuation that I include in my list of 
types of the alexandrine hemistichs of eight 
syllables. The alexandrine of to-day, indeed, 
fluctuates between 12-13, that of the Old 
French period between 12-14, the archaic 
alexandrine, I assume, between 12-16 sylla- 
bles. But this is not a mere assumption. I 
submit the following proofs : 

1. In the alexandrines of the Voyage, in the 
two important places at the end of each hemi- 
stich we have remnants of dactylic ending. 
I refer to 11. 99, 125, 199, 210, 268, 273, 373, 377, 



537> 672, 699, 823, to such words as milie, 
virgenes, Arable, Slrie, tmagenes, angele, 
martirie. Convincing for me is the fact that 
these dactyls are preserved only at the ends 
of hemistichs and that in five-sixths of the 
cases they occur at the end of the first hemi- 
stich. Compare A IV, and A VI. Of course 
the atonic penultimate no longer counts as a 
syllable in even these oldest alexandrines, but 
it must have counted in older times, unless 
we are to admit that the alexandrine of the 
Voyage has no development behind it. Rather 
must we agree with Thurneysen when he says: 

"Es ist durchaus nicht unwahrscheinlich, dass 
die streng nach der Silbenzahl geregelten 
Typen des 11. Jh. nur den Abschluss der 
Entwicklung darstellen." 

2. My second proof I find in Italy. The old 
Sicilian poet Cielo d'Alcamo has left some 
verses in an old form of the alexandrine, in 
which two atonic syllables regularly precede 
the caesura : 

Rosa fresca aulentisima, c'apar' in ver la state 
Le donne ti disiano pulzelle, maritate ; 
Trami deste focora, se teste a bolontate.4 

The caesura in the alexandrine is syntacti- 
cally and rhythmically sharply defined : so, 
also, is that of the rhythmical hexameter. 
The position of the caesura varies, it is true, in 
the latter, from the fifth to the eighth syllable 
(average sixth). This variation does not, how- 
ever, constitute different verses, any more 
than the penthemimeral and hephthemimeral 
caesura of the metrical hexameter. A rem- 
nant of this variation and of the consequent 
inequality of hemistichs is still found in the 
Old French alexandrine, where, beside 6-6 
and 7-7, we have the combinations 6-7 and 
7-6. A I and A VI have, indeed, the proper 
alexandrine caesura and may have helped on 
the tendency to symmetry which is manifested 
in the final form. But it must also be remem- 
bered that imitation would be of the verse as 
a whole, and that such a line as 

Bella consurgunt poll preesentis sub fine 

'-II- ' -'- 

might easily develop into 

: -~ II ' '-, 

4 Monaci, Crestomazia t I, p. 106. According to M. the 
contrasto of Cielo D'Alcamo was composed between 1231 and 
1250. 
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a regular alexandrine type. Such a phenom- 
enon would be analogous to the so-called 
lyric caesura and still more to the weak or 
obliterated caesura (cf. Stengel, I.e., p. 51 ff.). 

There are, including archaic forms, 324 
possible types of the regular (classical) alex- 
andrine, most of which are found in the 
Voyage de Charlemagne. There are 252 
possible types of the rhythmical hexameter 
(if we elucidate B IV). No other Latin verse 
corresponds in this way with the alexandrine. 

In conclusion I may be permitted to say 
that my theory is in accord with the criteria 
established by scholars for the derivation of 
Romance measures from Latin models. Diez 
(Altroman. Sprachdenkmaler, p. 126) declares 
that the imitation must have taken place 
while the lingua rustica was still extant, 
that the models must have been very popular 
and that dimensions must correspond. More 
recently, Beckers, Meyer, Stengel, Thurney- 
sen have shown the necessity of considering 
as an important factor in the development of 
Romance verses the changes in language 
forms. Chronologically, the hexameter is 
satisfactory, its remains belonging mostly to 
the seventh and eighth centuries, though ex- 
tending back to the middle of the third (Com- 
modianus). The correspondence of dimen- 
sions I have shown, the slight variations in 
which are readily explained on the basis of 
changes in language. There remains the 
criterion of Volkstumlichkeit. This I have 
tried to show is not a necessary one, but even 
if it be so regarded, we cannot, in the absence 
of evidence, reject the hexameter by its 
authority. 

If my hypothesis be accepted, the deriva- 
tion from the hexameter seems otherwise 
most natural. The epic verse of Rome was 
bequeathed with its language to the Romance 
nations and, in France at least, its continuity 
is unbroken to the present day. We avoid 
the absurdity of seeking the origin of a heroic 
measure in lyric poetry 6 ; avoid also the unsat- 
isfactory supposition of more or less conscious 

5 Gber den Ursprung der romanischen Versmasse. 

6 L. Gautier's theory of the asclepiad, fcpope'esfranQaises'*, 
1, p. 310. Shared by Bartsch, Revue critique, 1866, p. 52 ff., 
and Tobler, Versbau3, p. 97, note. 



invention? and we can agree with Hermann 
Usener in the fine conclusion to his Alt- 
griechischer Versbait : 

" Forms are not created, but on the contrary 
they arise and grow. The creative artist does 

not produce them: he ennobles and transforms 

what tradition brings him." 

APPENDIX. 

It is with some hesitation that I attempt 
here a reconstruction of the fragment pre- 
served in the Vita Sancti Faronis, after so 
many scholars of infinitely more knowledge 
and ability than myself have tried their hand 
at it. But it seems to me that these yerses 
may conceal not decasyllables, but alexan- 
drines ; at all events they seem to turn readily 
into the latter : 

De Loifier est li chanz, ki fut 11 reis Francor, 
Ki alat osteier encontre gent Saisson. 
Quant griefinent aeenist as massages Saissons 
Se nen i fust Farons de la gent Borgoignon. 

Quant vienent mes Saisson en la terre Francor 

O Farons eret princes 

Par deu enort trespassent parmi citeS 1 " Meldor 
Que ne seient ocis par icel rei Francor. 

My indebtedness to previous reconstruc- 
tions, especially to that of Suchier (cf. Zs. f. 
rom. Phil., xviii, p. 175 ff.) is evident. My 
changes and additions need no commentary, 
except perhaps the construction trespassent 
parmi, for which I refer to Brut, f. bo (quoted 
by Lacurne de St.-Palaye, Dictionnaire, art. 
trespasser); "Parmi la sale trespasserent." 
If, as Thurneysen shows, the form of these 
verses as we have them is that of the rhyth- 
mical hexameter, and if the original form was, 
as I have tried to indicate, the alexandrine, 
two points are proved : 

1. That Hildegarius regarded the rhythmi- 
cal hexameter as the Latin counterpart of the 
alexandrine. 

2. That the alexandrine appears as an im- 
mediate contemporary of the rhythmical hexa- 
meter, and older, so far as can be determined, 
than the decasyllable, of which it cannot, 
therefore, be taken as a secondary expansion. 

F. J. A. Davidson. 
University of Cincinnati. 

1 Diez, Altr. Sprachd., pp. 129, 130. Supported by ten 
Brink, Coniectanea in Mstoria-m rei metricafrancogallicte, 
p. 33; Thurneysen, l,c„ p. 305: Stengel, l.c, p. 21. 
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